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Summary 


Eventually Ivan deemed her satisfactory, and when he asked how long she was willing to volunteer 
beyond this night, he did not glare at her response. 


“Until you don’t have to break the ice on the horse troughs every morning.” 
Or: 


As winter sets in near the Fjerdan border, Alina and the other cartographers volunteer for the 
dubious job of helping keep the Grisha in the outpost warm. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement 
for everyone until someone catches feelings. 
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“Have you ever done this before?” the oprichnik asked as he led Alina and several others into the 
sectioned-off part of the encampment where the Grisha had their tents. A smattering of yeses 
followed his question, but he picked up that a few people, including Alina, had stayed silent. 
Embarrassed, confused, hesitant. 


Alina had volunteered because she was tired of freezing her ass off despite sharing a cot with 
Alexei—Alexei, who had also volunteered, which would have left her alone and even colder since 
the other cartographers had also added their names to the volunteer list. They had gathered their 
night clothes and a few other belongings before following the oprichnik across camp. 


“Very strictly, you are there to keep the bed warm. The person you’re assigned with may ask you to 
complete other small tasks—shining boots, organizing their desk, things like that. It’s not a formal 
system, but they know to tip you for anything else you do for them. Whatever happens is meant to 
stay between you—this is to prevent unnecessary gossip in your home unit and to keep people from 
forming expectations of what this entails.” 


“What about...?” Raisa said, her voice breathy. 


“You can always go back to the Cartography tent,” the oprichnik said with a smirk, not needing 
Raisa to finish her question as he led them into the main pavilion tent. He left them near the 
entrance and went to a smiling Grisha in a crimson coat, delivering the handwritten list of 
volunteers to the man. Corporalnik, heartrender, Alexei whispered under his breath. 


“Alright, everyone, we have two more volunteers than required,” the Grisha said, drawing the 
attention of the other Grisha in the makeshift chamber of the tent, “so anyone who has changed 
their mind should let me know, don’t be shy. Nazyalensky, you’re going to get Stepanov, here.” He 
continued on, assigning each of the volunteers to the various Grisha. 


“Fedyor, the General indicated an interest,” another man in a red coat said after stepping close to 
the group, and a slight touch to Fedyor 5 elbow directed his eyes to Alina. 


“Ah, excellent,” Fedyor said, consulting his list once more. “Starkov? Ivan will take you where you 
need to go. Run along, now.” 


“Have you ever done this before?” Ivan’s tone was cool as he led her deeper into the tent, though it 
was clear he expected a clear answer unlike the oprichnik from before. 


“No, but it’s too cold to sleep alone.” The man’s eyes almost crinkled in what could have been 
amusement. 


“Practical. He’ll like that,” he said, holding open a thick curtain and gesturing for her to enter the 
small partitioned space before following after her. It was nearly in the center of the pavilion tent, 
she guessed, and was almost warm on its own just for the fact that the air wasn’t wicking away the 
heat as it came to her skin. 


She paid close attention to Ivan’s instructions as she ate a plate of food that the heartrender 
summoned for her—and concealed her pique when he said he had to ask her some questions before 
General Kirigan would come in. 


The questions were mildly invasive, though no more so than those asked when she enlisted. Where 
was she from? How had she come to be in the army? Did she plan on re-enlisting? Did she have 
any family? Was she prone to illness? Was she ill now? 


It was nice that they fed her first, in case they didn’t like her answers and turned her away. 


Eventually Ivan deemed her satisfactory, and when he asked how long she was willing to volunteer 
beyond this night, he did not glare at her response. 


“Until you don’t have to break the ice on the horse troughs every morning.” 


“A fair enough answer,” he said, helping her to stand before quickly stepping back. “Now, you stay 
here. No wandering. There are books for you to read if you are bored. The General will be along 
eventually—he keeps late hours. Try...” Ivan’s eyes slid away from her to stare at the tent wall, 
layered with thick sheets of woolen felt and fur, “try to make sure he sleeps.” 


The bed was not opulent, but the cotton sheets were neatly tucked around a sturdy mattress and the 
blankets were layered—a cotton quilt under a thick wool blanket under a huge fur—and Alina 


sagged a little seeing it. Knowing what it meant. A man with a bed like this had no need for the 
body heat of another person to be warm enough to sleep through the night. 


Still. She’d volunteered, and everyone—from Lieutenant Bohdan to the nameless oprichnik, to 
Fedyor, to Ivan—had said volunteers could go back to the First Army barracks if they wanted to. 
Biting her lip, she turned her attention to the shelf of books that Ivan had mentioned. 


She didn’t think the books were ones the Black General himself favored. Among them was a copy 
of The Lives of the Saints, the spine uncracked, a book detailing the escapades of a Kerch merchant 
that appeared to have been opened but hardly thumbed through, a few pieces of fiction and poetry, 
and, oddly enough, a copy of the Tsar’s census from twelve years ago. 


Alina chose the census. She was curious to see if she and Mal had been counted—and, if so, how 
they’d been counted. It wouldn’t amuse her for long of course, and she would in all likelihood learn 
something she didn’t want to know, but if—if—if General Kirigan kept her, she didn’t want to read 
the interesting things first. She tossed the book onto the bed before shucking off her uniform in 
favor of the long johns and loose tunic she slept in. 


Getting into the bed and shivering just a touch at the cold mattress, Alina decided that if she 
couldn’t bring herself to do whatever it was the General wanted her for, she would give her best 
shot at an innocent moue while batting teary eyelashes at him. Perhaps he would relent rather than 
calling her bluff. Then she would get at least one warm night in this almost-warm room, and she 
would be able to say with the straightest face and most even heartbeat that nothing had happened. 
Bedwarming duty with the Grisha was just that: a bed and two people staying warm, innocent as 
kittens. Not even a heartrender would be able to say differently. 


It was a pleasant thought, and one that lent her a bit of courage to hopefully see her through. 


The census book was dry and a little hard to parse. She’d never read one before; she had had a 
vague idea it would contain just a list of cities with names, but it was so much tidier than she’d 
expected. The font was tiny, obviously printed using Grisha-made typeset and ink to be so legible 
while being so small, and this book was only the fifth of ten that encompassed the entire census. 


Alina wondered a little absently why he had one book out of an outdated census—there had been 
one conducted a little more than a year ago, and surely the results would be available to a man like 
him? 


She was glad that this book contained Keramzin, though, as she flipped through the table of 
contents before settling deeper into the bed. Ivan had said the best practice was to pick a side and 
spend twenty to thirty minutes there before moving to another spot, and to repeat that process until 
General Kirigan finally came to bed. She thought she might fall asleep from the comfort of the bed 
and the dryness of the book, but instead Alina became enraptured. 


The village of Keramzin had been a far off thing for her as a child, confined as she was to the 
orphanage—whether it was because of her own mischief landing her in trouble, or her frequent 
illnesses forcing her to take refuge in her bed. It would have been dull to anyone else reading of the 
Keramzin she’d known as a girl, but instead Alina got to finally put names to faces. 


The butcher had always been called Kostya, but his full name was apparently Konstantin Zhukov. 
He was marked as a widower with a single son, when in fact Alina knew that he had never married 
and had adopted one of the other orphans, Pyotr, because Ana Kuya had put out a notice to the 


village that the boy needed an apprenticeship. Rather than apprentice the boy, Kostya had adopted 
him. 


She eagerly turned the pages, eating up the knowledge of the town she’d grown up in until she got 
to the end of the Keramzin entry—Duke Keramsov’s Home for Foundlings and Orphans of the 
Fold. 


She dimly recalled the faces each name unearthed in her memory, tracing her fingertips over Mal’s 
entry. Oretsev, Malyen - Ravkan-Suli - Surrendered by Maternal Family - Male - Aged 12 - Tested - 
Apprentice Huntsman—mostly true. Mal had been brought to the orphanage by his Suli grandfather 
after the rest of their family had died of an outbreak of cholera that had spread from Keramzin to 
the Suli caravan passing through. 


After that, she couldn’t help herself; she turned quickly to the S section, looking for her own name, 
tears springing to her eyes when she read the entry. Ana Kuya had had a funny way of looking out 
for her, and this was one just more example of that. 


Starkov, Alina - Ravkan - Orphaned by the Fold - Female - Aged 13 - Tested - Apprentice Architect 


The old woman had not concealed Mal’s heritage, but she had concealed Alina’s. The Tsar, if he’d 
ever had someone pour over his records looking for children of Shu Han, would not know that her 
mother was not Ravkan. The census record was what was presented to the First Army upon 
enlistment—the draft committee in Os Alta was responsible for drawing the record, not the draftee. 
It also meant... It meant that the last time she’d been counted, she’d been counted as Ravkan again. 


Alina wasn’t sure what to make of it. She’d never been allowed to learn of Shu Han as a girl, the 
only child-raising trait shared by her parents and Ana Kuya. 


Her mother had fled Shu Han after being put under suspicion of hiding Grisha children from the 
authorities—and she had worked to make Alina as incurious about the country as she could. 


Ana Kuya had, despite her limited view of the country and her sometimes mean understanding of 
the world, scented the winds of war before it had even broken out. She’d done what she could to 
hide the one Shu child in her care, and that included speaking of the Shu as something totally 
separate from Alina. 


Now, as an adult, Alina sometimes wished that she knew more. That she knew words of affection, 
curses, little platitudes and proverbs. Instead, it was all gone. She was orphaned by more than the 
Fold—she was orphaned by belonging to the only country she’d ever known. 


“A bit of light reading?” Alina startled, the beginnings of a scream squeaking out from her as she 
fumbled and dropped the book. The Black General, Sergei Kirigan, stood with his hand at his throat 
as he undid the clasp of his cloak. 


“General—I—well—Ivan said it was alright to read—” Alina was acutely aware she could not 
really get up to stand at attention when that would mean leaving her actual task behind. He quirked 
a smile at her as he folded away his cloak, and Alina tried to relax. 


“There are no private papers here; you may read anything you find on my shelves. Don’t worry, 
Miss Starkov.” 


“Thank... you?” 


“Of course,” he said, and Saints, his voice was so soft—not at all what she’d pictured. He was 
nothing like she’d pictured. “Have you eaten?” 


“Ivan gave me a plate earlier,” she replied, a twinge of nervousness filtering into her heart. “I’ve 
never had Grisha food before. It was good.” 


He raised an amused eyebrow at her words, a hint of a smile touching his lips as he unfastened his 
embroidered black overcoat—his kefta, a phantom of Alexei’s voice intoned in her ear—and set it 
aside with his cloak before he sat down to pull his pant legs out of his boots. 


“Grisha food.” A laugh shadowed his words. “Grisha food, she says,” he muttered with a slight 
grunt as he pulled each boot off. 


Alina blushed, not liking the idea that he was making fun of her. But what could she say to him? 
Alina was on the verge of apologizing, the fight having gone out of her, when he leaned back in his 
chair and rolled his head to pop his neck. The sound—p-p-p-pop—suddenly humanized him. She 
met his eyes, dark and direct, and shivered a little in a way that had nothing to do with the cold. 


“Tt’s not special, for all that the materialki grow it in hot houses. The food,” he clarified, opening 
the second coat he’d had on under his kefta. Even if he hadn’t been a Darkling, he would have been 
called the Black General. Black hair, black eyes, black clothes down to his socks and the tunic he 
wore beneath his coats. 


She’d been so engrossed in staring at him that she flinched when he leaned forward suddenly— 
only to relax when he retrieved the census book from where she’d dropped it, handing it back to 
her. 


“What made you choose that volume in particular, if I may ask?” His voice was still low as he went 
to a trunk and drew out his own sleeping attire, pulling a length of cloth across the small space to 
function as a screen. Alina hadn’t spared that much attention to see the clever space saving- 
solution, but she appreciated it now that she couldn’t be tempted to watch him further undress. 


“At first, it was just an impulse. I’d never read one before. And then it turned out that it has the 
town I grew up in, so I was reading and remembering the people there.” 


“Do you miss it?” 


“No. Not really,” she said, opening the book again, turning to the page her name appeared on and 
running her fingertip across her information. A Ravkan name, listed as a full blooded Ravkan, 
tested, apprenticed—as much of a future as her parents and Ana Kuya were able to give her, ina 
country and time like this. 


Her life would have been different if she hadn’t been orphaned, certainly, but how different? Would 
she be marked in the records as half-blooded, as Mal was? They didn’t let half-bloods serve in 
sensitive positions like cartography—quarter and less were eligible, but never half or more. Would 
she have even been drafted? 


Sooner than she would have liked, General Kirigan reappeared, dropping the rest of his day clothes 
on top of his kefta and cloak. He wore loose clothes obviously meant for sleeping in, and his hair 
was a little tousled from him pulling his shirt over his head. Alina’s mouth went dry, her fingers 
barely keeping their grip on the book in her hands. 


“May I?” He gestured at where she lay in the bed. 


Alina blushed and moved to make room, shivering a little at the cooler part of the bed she was now 
on and leaving behind the warmest part where she’d been settled. He quickly got in, sighing in 
relief as he arranged the blankets around them once again. 


Alina bit her lips, not sure what to say or what she was supposed to do next. He didn’t seem 
inclined... She might not need to bat her eyes and plead the innocent, naive young woman. 


“Tvan said you would be willing to stay until the spring thaw. Is that still on the table?” he asked, 
that amused tone creeping into his voice again. Until you don t have to break the ice on the horse 
troughs every morning was less eloquent, but she felt that it communicated the point better. 


“I suppose?” 


He turned to lay on his side, looking at her face, his eyes flicking from her eyes to her lips and 
back. “I’m glad. Now, will you tell me of the place you grew up? I read the previous census 
whenever a new one is completed, but the Tsar’s campaign in Fjerda has made it slow going this 
year. I see so little of Ravka apart from various war-fronts—it’s sometimes the only way I’m able to 
learn about the smaller, out of the way places.” 


They talked late into the night about Keramzin, about growing up in an orphanage, about her 
childhood there. Alina didn’t remember dropping off to sleep—only the impression of being drawn 
close by strong arms to rest her cheek on a warm chest. 


keep me warm on a cold, cold night 
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Alina woke up several hours later, overheating between the General’s body heat, the quality 
blankets, and the fact that the wind couldn’t nip the warmth out of this part of the tent. On one 
hand, it was nice—she could hardly remember ever being so warm—but on the other, she was 
nearly suffocating with it. 


She needed to cool off, but she didn’t want to disturb Kirigan by getting out of bed. There was no 
light whatsoever here—he’d doused the lights when he’d gone to sleep, and because of how the 
pavilion tent was laid out, there were no cracks for the moonlight to seep in. The darkness was 
disorienting, but despite her guts trying to crawl up her throat from the heat, she felt oddly safe. 


She debated what to do—if she lifted the blankets away from them, it would let in the cold air, 
negating her very purpose for volunteering for this position in the first place. She ruled out trying to 
get out of the bed for the same reason, and she couldn’t kick him further away. It was a big bed for 
a single person, but it was not at all roomy for two people. 


Besides, kicking him was a bad idea for multiple reasons—not only would he send her away, but 
Alexei had said that Grisha knew how to fight without their magic, and they were stronger and 
faster than those around them. Alina wasn’t at all sure how General Kirigan would react to a swift 
kick to the shin to make him shift away, but she didn’t want to find out. 


But she was still overheating. 
Taking the tunic off wasn’t possible, but... It was long enough. It might give him the wrong 
impression, but it wouldn’t be completely indecent... Sweat prickled her forehead, and Alina 


cursed under her breath. 


Fuck it. She wriggled out of her long johns, pushing them down to tangle around her toes. She 
instantly felt better, and while it left her guts twisting with embarrassment, she couldn’t regret her 


bare legs. In the middle of this horrible winter, stationed so far north near the Fjerdan border, she 
was toasty warm and comfortable in a way she couldn’t easily recall at any other point in her life. 


I dont care what anyone else does, I’m staying as long as they'll let me, she thought as she drifted 
off to sleep again. 


Aleksander twitched awake, uncomfortably hot beneath his blankets. It was a novel experience—he 
normally ran cold and craved warmth—and save for the fact that she fascinated him, he almost 
wanted to have Fedyor reassign Miss Starkov to another bed. It was pitch dark and he couldn’t see 
her, but he’d been haunted by her face all evening until he’d returned to his room in the tent. He 
could easily see her in his mind’s eye. 


Wasting sickness, it had to be, but how had she lived this long with it? 


He’d glanced at the otkazat’sya that had volunteered to help his Grisha keep warm through the 
night and been arrested by her—nervous, true, but resolute. 


When Fedyor had said that there were some extras among the volunteers, he’d quickly turned and 
murmured in Ivan’s ear that he wanted the Shu woman. Ivan made no comment—a mercy—only 
walked to his husband’s side to relay the information. Fedyor hadn’t missed a beat, instantly 
sending the woman off with Ivan. 


If he was able to save one Grisha with this, all the better. They’d been rotating who had to sleep in 
the outer rooms of the tent. Doubling-up on their own would leave the outer compartments frigid, 
the cold seeping deeper and negating the benefits of bunking together, and now it was finally too 
icy and freezing to do anything but get more bodies into the tent. 


When Aleksander had met with Lieutenant Bohdan of the First Army at midday, he learned that the 
lieutenant had been worrying about a related issue—he’d gotten word that reinforcements were on 
their way, but there was no place to put them. The camp was bursting as it was, and to make room 
for the newcomers would mean having to double-up. To not have to worry about twenty 
cartographers, field secretaries, and the like would make Bohdan’s life immeasurably easier. 


Alina Starkov, of Keramzin, he thought, closing his eyes and trying to will himself not to care that 
he was overheating. The census records said that she’d been tested, but they’d also listed her as a 
full-blooded Ravkan. Someone had protected her once—it stood to reason they might have thought 
they were protecting her again. 


He wondered, while shifting a little and tugging at the neck of his shirt, what kind of Grisha she 
was. Her placement within the cartographers could indicate she’d been keeping herself alive by 
unconsciously using the skills of a materialnik—it was how many Fjerdan-born durasts and 
fabrikators stayed alive long enough to try their luck at reaching Ravka. Aleksander’s heart ached 
at the thought of her doing that. 


On the other hand, she could be an incredibly strong corporalnik—a heartrender or a healer who 
refused to let her body give up on her. 


That she was a summoner, he reluctantly ruled out. He’d tried to survive on nighttime shadows 
alone once, several hundred years ago, and had nearly died. Summoners had to call on their 
elements, or they withered like flowers beneath a frost. 


Saints, it was hot trying to sleep at her side, though. His pride refused to let him budge from the bed 
—he’d asked for company, for the body heat of another to help him sleep, and sleep safely—and he 
did not want to accidentally wake her by lifting the blankets. 


Feeling a trickle of sweat on his neck had him hurriedly unbuttoning his shirt and contorting his 
arms to get out of it while not jostling his impromptu bed-mate. She would be alarmed in the 
morning, yes, but a shirtless man at her side would be far more welcome than discovering he’d 
exposed himself in the night. 


The relief from just getting rid of the clammy tunic was immediate, and he felt like he could 
breathe properly again. Aleksander spared a thought of how he would go about convincing the 
fascinating Alina Starkov to let him try to draw out her powers—a conversation for the morning, 
and one he probably needed to have Ivan present for in the event she was a powerful corporalnik. 
Without meaning to, he slipped back to sleep in minutes. 


Alina woke up confused. Confused as to why she couldn’t really move, why her bed was soft, why 
she didn’t ache from the cold. Had she died, frozen to death, finally, in this horrible place?! 


But no, she realized as she woke up more fully—she was clutched tight to the chest of —of—of— 

the Black General, General Kirigan. The Darkling. He wasn’t wearing the shirt she’d last seen him 
in, and—oh Saints, oh no—she’d wrapped her bare legs around him, holding him just as tightly as 
he held her. 


The small room was dim, light just barely peeking in from outside the thick curtain that served as a 
door, but she could see that he was still asleep. 


Until he wasn’t. 


He didn’t wake up like Alexei did, who roused with snuffles and groans and the occasional snort. 
Rather, one moment he was asleep, and the next he was awake—his black eyes boring into hers. 


“It would seem we had the same idea,” she said, her voice gravelly from sleep. He twitched a smile 
at her—or almost a smile, anyway—and brought up a hand to smooth her hair back from her face. 
The General looked like he had something he wanted to say, but he stayed silent, seemingly content 
to stroke her cheek. 


Alina tried to ignore the frisson that went through her at the treatment—no one aside from Alexei 
ever treated her tenderly, not since she’d been a very small girl in the arms of her parents. What if 


“Have you ever done this?” 


“T’m tired of that question,” she said, not thinking that she was mouthing off to a high ranking 
officer until it was already past her lips. 


“Oh, are you?” 


Alina fought to find something to say, her whole body tensing up for a moment before she realized 
he wasn’t offended—he didn’t pull away from her or turn cold. 


It was odd to have his attention. So few people paid her any mind aside from pointing out how 
sickly or weak she looked. 


“T only ask to know more about you, Miss Starkov,” he said softly, sweeping the blade of his thumb 
under her eyes, tracing the bruises left there by lack of sleep. “I can’t explain it, yet, but I find I 
need to know everything. Your favorite liquor, whether you prefer butter or jam, what your laugh 
sounds like in summer.” 


Looking at him in the dim light, his face bleached white, his eyes jet black, Alina wondered for a 
moment if he was talking in riddles. Grisha were forever doing that—Mal had said last year he’d 
gotten in a scuffle with a squaller who’d taunted him that it was only air, and what coward was 
afraid of a breeze? 


Words still wouldn’t come to her, so instead she reached up and pulled his hand to lay a kiss on the 
pad of his thumb. The bastard stopped breathing, then, froze. 


Emboldened, Alina turned and kissed his palm—she didn’t care what the others might have done 
last night, and she didn’t care if he’d always intended for this to happen. No one would believe her, 
so she might as well see where he wanted to go with his flirting. Suddenly the words welled out of 
her, the comfort of being warm and what approximated well-rested in her book giving her the 
strength. 


“I don’t care for liquor; you can’t trust the stuff they brew out here, and the finer spirits aren’t 
wasted on cartographers. They don’t waste butter or jam on us, either, and summer is a long ways 
off, General.” There was a ghost of a laugh in her voice, though, try as she might to sound arch, 
imperious—the kind of woman that a man like this ought to have in his bed. 


“Not here, though,” he replied, rising up a little and settling between her bare legs. “It’s as hot as 
August here.” 


Alina looked up into his eyes, swallowing nervously as he rested his forehead against hers. She 
hardly knew what to do with her hands—Alexei was of similar height and build to her, so she knew 
what to do when they slept together—but she made herself lay them on his shoulders, tracing one 
along the taut line of muscle there and gently twisting the fingertips of the other into his hair. 


“Pd like to kiss you. I’d like for you to let me,” he said. His voice was soft, his lips feeling like 
they were a hair’s breadth from hers, but he nimbly dodged back when she tried to surge up to kiss 
him. 


“Will you let me?” 
“Ves—” 


She barely got the word out before he pressed his mouth to hers, her tiny whimper at his pelvis 
grinding into hers swallowed entirely by his lips. Alina wound her fingers into his hair and curled 
her legs around him tightly, keeping his hips right where she wanted them as he rocked against her. 
She twisted and wriggled in his arms and soon enough he was laving heated kisses down her neck, 
scraping his teeth against her collarbone and drawing an actual cry from her as he did, though he 
broke off with a growl when the neck of her tunic didn’t permit him further access. Alina hardly 
had time to realize what the issue was when he was rearing away from her and roughly tugging her 
shirt over her head. 


Alina giggled. She couldn’t help it—the fearsome Black General, ravenous as a youth. She set to 
work untying his pants and getting his cock free. It was the work of a moment to stroke him a few 
times to work the precome down his shaft, and— 


“I know you don’t care for the question, but I must ask if you’ ve d—” 


“Yes—damn you,” she growled, irrationally angry with him for a moment. He chuckled and wound 
the fingers of his right hand in her hair, keeping her from moving her head much as he kissed her 
like he was drowning while his other hand guided his cock into her. 


Alina choked a little on air as he started, her eyes flying wide open at the stretch and slight burn— 
she would insist he worked her open better, next time, but right now the twinges only seemed to let 
her focus. The softness of his sheets, the scratch of his beard, the sharp spark deep in her belly as he 
sank in, inch by inch. Once he was buried as deep as he could be, he leaned up on one elbow and 
looked at her in the gloom. Alina was breathing deeply, trying to resist fucking herself on his cock, 
her own control hanging by a thread. 


“You look good this way,” he purred, leaning down to kiss between her breasts, kissing each nipple 
in turn. Alina gave an almighty roll of her hips to try and get him to move, but he wouldn’t. He 
didn’t laugh at her, but his teeth skimmed her breast on the next open-mouthed kiss he pressed 
there, causing her to twitch in surprise. 


“Here, I mean. Half-mad on my sheets, on my cock,” he said, his voice low and meant only for her 
as he nipped her ear, “just for me, only for me.” Alina sobbed when he finally started to move after 
he said that, uncaring who might hear her. She drew him up to kiss him, to kiss everywhere she 
could reach and hissed a yes to his temple when he tugged her leg up to get a better angle for them 
both—trying to catch her breath when the next stroke into her left her so close to coming she would 
have cried if he stopped. 


And he didn’t stop. 


Alina tried to be quiet—she really did—but she still had to clamp her hand over her mouth when 
she started to come. The feeling was intensified when Kirigan asked if she wanted him to fuck her 
through it, and Alina, perhaps unwisely, begged him to keep going. It was the answer he’d wanted, 
too, for he crooned how good she was, how precious, how he was going to keep her, as he gripped 
her hip to keep her from half-sliding off the bed. 


She came again without a lot of lead-up, one orgasm bursting atop the other, and Kirigan’s grin was 
wolfish before he pulled her hand from her mouth and kissed her—biting her lip as he came, 
soothing it immediately as she squirmed slightly. Alina half-expected him to roll off and away from 
her, to turn his attention to starting his day, leaving her to figure herself out and find the other 
cartographers to start her day, but he didn’t. She shifted her hips a little, trying to hint to htm—one 
hand gently splayed across his collarbone and pushing him away. 


“Peace, be still,” he laughed, his voice just slightly breathless between kisses, playful now, his hips 
pinning her to the bed. He propped himself up on one elbow, his free hand carefully sweeping her 
hair away from her face—his dark eyes intent on her own. Alina blushed under his scrutiny, not 
sure what he was waiting for, and valiantly resisted wriggling. The faint smile on his face made it 
worth it, for he leaned in to kiss her again and whispered against her lips, “I think I could spend the 
day this way, to be very honest. Though,” he continued, breathing deeply and rolling his hips into 
hers again, “I had meant to be more respectful of you to start with.” 


“To start with?” 
“I don’t normally fall into bed with people—” 


“Could have fooled me,” she giggled, giddy from how normal the conversation was while he was 
still inside her. 


“You sting, little bee, when you could be sweet instead,” he huffed, crowding close to kiss her, his 
cock twitching at her gasp. 
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As the new recruits arrived, the arrangement the cartographers and some of the other smaller 
ancillary units had with the Grisha solidified. There were no bunks available in the First Army 
tents, and while they were all a little mysterious, the Grisha were polite bedfellows—though none 
more polite than their General, who dutifully participated in moving his things from room to room 
in the tent on the same rotation as those under his command. 


“So that no one gets stuck for months in the coldest part of the tent, Miss Starkov,” he said as he 
tried to coax her into eating—frowning when she claimed she’d already eaten with Alexei. He 
didn’t call her on the lie, but she could tell he would make her eat a full breakfast tomorrow—even 
if he had to feed it to her morsel by morsel, which he had done a few times. 


Alina hadn’t asked anyone else if they were sleeping with their bedmates—she was fairly certain 
that Alexei was, but his hair was always tousled like he’d jumped out of bed, so that couldn’t be 
trusted as an indicator. She, as often as she felt well enough for it, took the General up on any 
overtures that he made. That he didn’t press the issue when she wasn’t feeling well was 
unexpected. Instead, he bundled her up before tucking her against his side and falling asleep. She 
didn’t have to argue or plead with him; instead, he listened to her. It was a new, special thing—to 
be listened to. 


The General was an odd man. On one hand, he was perfectly happy to sleep bundled up at her side, 
his back to the coldest part of the room while she was tucked against his chest. On the other hand, 
he’d made her late to a meeting with Lieutenant Bohdan one morning because he insisted on setting 
his mouth to her cunt—she’d had both hands clamped over her mouth so that she didn’t wake the 
entire tent. Afterwards she’d floated in a sweet haze as he got up like nothing had happened, 
puttering around the room getting dressed and attending to his appearance. 


The General was also increasingly interested in the cartographers. While they still supplied maps 
and assisted the First Army scouts, their time was increasingly monopolized by the General and his 
aides. Grisha had to rely somewhat on the natural terrain, and their maps were drawn a little 


differently accordingly. Tidemakers needed access to water, while heartrenders had to have a line of 
sight, and these concerns meant a different focus when drawing maps or deciding on where to 
establish outposts and foxholes. 


Alexei could have melted into the floor with happiness when Ivan commented that his map had 
been of particular use on a recent foray into the wilderness to deal with a band of Fjerdan 
druskelle. 


Later, when Alina asked Kirigan for details he had pointed out the area in question, showing 
Alexei’s additions to the map, explaining how they’d been able to flush the Fjerdans out of the 
woods by utilizing a copse of dead trees that had gone up like paper under the expertly wielded 
powers of a few inferni. 


“Stepanov noted that this streambed had dried out over the last two years, meaning these trees were 
little more than firewood. It was a clever thing.” 


Alina chafed a little at the compliment to her friend. She was stuck in the Grisha pavilion working 
on drawing copies of the maps the rest of the unit was out making. She didn’t exactly want to join 
them, but she felt useless sometimes with her inks and pencils. 


“You don’t think so?” 
“It’s not that...I’m no good in the field, but...” 
“But you wonder why you’re here instead of out there?” 


“Yes,” she said, letting him draw her close, enjoying the way her skin almost buzzed with 
anticipation of his touch. He always had his eyes on her, when they were here alone, and she often 
felt his gaze while she worked in the common areas of the pavilion. Her new friends among the 
Grisha had noticed, too. Ivan in particular often ran the General’s daily schedule past her and jotted 
down when the cartographers were being given lunch—which often suspiciously lined up with 
when Ivan and a few other Grisha took their meal with General Kirigan, who had graciously 
extended a blanket invitation to the cartography unit to share a table with them. 


“Because you’re mine, I told you.” 


“Only...only until spring,” she murmured, knowing that by then the additional troops stationed 
here would be marching towards Fjerda, leaving an abundance of open beds behind. 


“Now that I can’t agree to; and I won’t,” he said, dropping a kiss to the top of her head as he 
stepped away to grab something out of his trunk. Alina sat down on the bed, a shiver of anticipation 
going down her back as he came back with a small package wrapped in butcher paper and handed it 
to her. He went to his desk, only a short twitch of his thumbs against his fingertips showing his own 
anticipation as she undid the strings keeping the paper closed. Alina smiled at him softly as she 
pulled the paper open to reveal a new First Army uniform. Her shoulders sank a little until she 
touched the fabric, surprised at the softness of it. 


Intrigued, she pulled out the new jacket and ran her fingers over it—turning the lapel back to reveal 
a sturdy silk lining, heavy enough that it likely hid additional layers. It looked like a normal 
uniform, but it wasn’t. 


“Tt’s corecloth,” Kirigan said softly, smiling faintly as she shamelessly tugged off her old jacket and 
shirt only to replace them with the new undershirt and jacket, “with a double lining of wool and 
linen, to—” 


“It’s so warm!” 


“Yes,” he chuckled, “we have to keep the cold off of you. There should be trousers too, you’ ll have 
to let Sofia know how it all fits—she cursed every heretic while she was trying to match the bizarre 
patterning the First Army uses for their uniforms. There will be another for summer wear; it isn’t 
done yet.” 


Alina smiled fondly at him. The Shadow Summoner, the Darkling, the Black General—Sergei 
Kirigan, General of the Second Army, so possessive and concerned at equal turns. She got up and 
crossed the space in a few steps, settling on his lap and tucking her head under his chin, sighing 
happily when he brought his arms up around her. 


“You wanted to know why you’re here, instead of out in the field every day,” he said, his voice 
rumbling pleasantly against her ear, “it’s because I can’t be distracted worrying if the idiots in the 
First are looking after you. Someone needs to stay here to make the updates and you’ve got a fair 
hand at it so I merely informed Lieutenant Bohdan and he’s been in agreement so far. No need to 
endanger you unnecessarily.” 


“But?” she prompted when he seemed to fall prematurely silent. 


“But I know he cannot always keep you off the roster as a favor to me. I need to know that you’re 
as safe as I can make you when that happens. Now here,” he reached up and pulled the lapel away 
from her collarbone, “there’s a mark that only materialki can detect. If after spring you ever need 
this repaired or resized, you only have to show them this mark and they’ll know what to do.” 


She bit her tongue against her quick retort, for he was trying to help no matter how short sighted he 
might be in his thinking at this moment. Materialki might agree to work for most others, but in her 
experience people were more likely to brush past her and her Shu face. She would just have to keep 
his gifts in good repair, for after they parted ways in the spring that would be the end of the few 
niceties afforded the Grisha. 


“Thank you,” Alina said, resting her head against his chest. It was all she could say. 


“T am still figuring out how to keep you past spring, though, in case you thought you were getting 
away.” 


Alexei was the only person she told of the General’s gift of a new uniform, and it was only because 
he asked—away from everyone else, so that he didn’t draw attention to the fine cloth of her new 
clothes. The other cartographers had not noticed, and Alina could have kissed Alexei for ensuring 
that they continued not to notice. 


As it was, she often sat hip to hip with him as they worked on updating the Grisha maps—General 
Kirigan had sent all the initial updates on to the Little Palace, to be copied and preserved and 
distributed, and the messengers had returned bearing more copies to be updated. Seeing the pile 
that had arrived a couple of weeks ago, Alina had chuckled to herself thinking that apparently she 
was not the only cartographer that the General was unwilling to give up. 


The new year began at dawn after the winter solstice, and Alina woke Kirigan with kisses when her 
eyes popped open just before sunrise. She loved new year’s day because it always seemed like the 
malaise of winter faded as the days got longer and longer. While she had taken him by surprise, he 
had a devilish smile on his face as he rolled them over and started unbuttoning the shirt she’d worn 
to bed. 


“Happy new year, Miss Starkov,” he whispered between kisses down her throat before Alina pulled 
him back up to kiss her properly. 


“Happy new year, General Kirigan,” she giggled, stroking his hair out of his eyes when they paused 
to catch their breaths. 


The scent of breakfast was calling to her—the Grisha didn’t eat much better than the First Army, 
but they tended to have better breakfasts. Usually fried potatoes, ham, dark rye bread with quince 
preserves, and, if they were lucky, soft boiled eggs. Alina normally couldn’t smell and appreciate it, 
but this morning she found herself torn between letting this go further with the General or tearing 
herself away so that she could get in line for breakfast. 


A low gurgle in her belly answered that question for her and had them untangling from each other 
and the sheets. 


Alexei laughed at her and her full plate as she sat down next to him a half hour later. He knew the 
days that food appealed to her were few and far between—so she took full advantage of them when 
they happened. Fedyor sat across from them at the table, his own plate of eggs and potatoes 
covered in a black haze of pepper, and he was obviously saving a space for Ivan. 


The four of them were an unofficial inner circle for Kirigan—the two heartrenders were his trusted 
left and right hands, respectively, while she and Alexei were his favorites among the cartography 
team. While the other Grisha looked up to and trusted Kirigan, he was often too busy to join them 
for meals or regular practice times. 


One of Lieutenant Bohdan’s men came in with a gust of cold air as he opened the tent flaps and 
quickly shut them behind himself. One of the tidemakers made quick work of the snow dusting his 
shoulders and hair, and one of the heartrenders took his gloves off so they could help warm him. 
The man eyed each with a little suspicion, though he seemed glad of the help, and his demeanor 
shifted towards pleasant when he was shuffled into the mess line. Whatever his news was could 
wait until he had some food in him, and it was the first day of the new year after all. What better 
time to be kind and try to mend fences? 


“This week’s assignments are in,” he said after finishing his breakfast and gathering the 
cartographer unit together at one end of the tent. 


“Stepanov and Starkov—you’re to pair with a larger scouting group heading out tomorrow morning 
at first light. There was an avalanche recently two days’ march from here, and we need to know 
how the snowfield may have changed since it’s a long time until spring. You’ll go with a unit of 
trackers, as well as some of the Grisha; there have been rumors amongst the locals in the area that 
there are Fjerdans lurking in the woods. There have apparently been Fjerdan navigation markings 
carved into some of the trees. You’ll be given rifles, though saints help you if you end up needing 
them.” 


He continued to assign other duties, though none as major as the expedition charting landscape 
damage. Alina never had much skill at taking the raw numbers for the calculations, though she 


could quite accurately draw maps from existing measurements. 


She resisted squirming with nerves—Kirigan had said that he could not always call in favors with 
Lieutenant Bohdan to keep her off of patrols like this, but she knew that he would not be pleased 
that she was heading out into territory that had had recent Fjerdan activity. Her lover was an odd 
man—he particularly hated Fjerdans for their treatment of Grisha, above all other places where his 
people faced discrimination; he felt that the Fjerdans were the most culpable for the suffering they 
inflicted. 


Alina’s suspicion that Kirigan would take the news poorly was confirmed when later that afternoon 
he burst into her workspace, hustling her out of the pavilion, through the Grisha encampment, 
stopping only when they reached the treeline surrounding the outpost. 


She shivered at the cold, though not as much as she would have before starting her affair with him. 
Perhaps having actual food and a real bed was doing more for her than the dozens of remedies the 
Keramzin apothecary had tried throughout her youth. 


After a moment, Kirigan pulled her into the trees, obscuring them from the camp. The kiss he 
pressed to her lips was desperate and furious, leaving her heart racing and her body burning. 


“Say that you’re unwell,” he growled desperately, his hands cradling her face, “they will find 
someone else to go.” 


“And leave Alexei to do everything with Raisa or Liev? They’re the next most experienced after 
me, and—” 


“I don’t care—” 


“Well, you have to! Because—because in the spring I won’t be able to stay, and—and you'll have 
to—” she was nearly in tears, the nerves of the morning catching up to her. 


“I don’t have to do a damned thing, Alina,” he started to hiss just as the tears overwhelmed her and 
she broke into sobs. She wanted to stay with him—she slept better at his side than she’d ever slept 
in her life—but she couldn’t. Even if he’d been a civilian dalliance, she was in the First Army, and 
until she was discharged, service came before everything else. The cold was starting to seep into 
her uniform, and she was grateful for the warmth when he folded her into his arms, holding her 
tightly. 


“I just don’t understand why you have to make it sting when it could be sweet instead,” she 
mumbled against his chest. Her words coaxed a laugh from him, dry and mirthless as it was, and 
she snuggled closer. If someone from the outpost found them this way it would only confirm 
existing rumors, but she didn’t have it in herself to care much at the moment, not when she could 
hear his heart thumping away under her ear. 


“What if—I’ll ensure that Ivan is on the patrol, so that you’re safe,” he eventually said, having 
calmed himself or at least mustered a convincing facade. Alina leaned back just enough to put her 
hand on his face, swiping her thumb across his cheekbone, feeling the roughness of his beard under 
her palm. 


He was worried, worried as she’d never seen him, but she felt more secure now than she had 
before. She and Ivan got along well enough, and he was an extremely talented heartrender. The 


entire patrol would be safer with his presence, even if Kirigan were going to order him to look after 
her well being specifically, so she nodded in thanks and smiled gently up at him. 


They walked back to camp close together, and as soon as they were once again inside the main 
Grisha tent he put his hand to the small of her back—quiet and possessive. She thought back to his 
words weeks and weeks ago: Because you’re mine, I told you. 
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She was so beautiful as she slept, nestled in his arms and flush with health—something he’d been 
so pleased to see improve over the last several months as her face filled out, bringing a blush to her 
cheeks and a brightness to her eyes. It was like she was a sunflower, blooming in the heat of 
summer. Aleksander threaded his fingers through her hair, kissing her forehead, her cheeks, her 
jaw. 


He was glad that he’d managed to draw her power close enough to the surface that she didn’t look 
like she was going to blow away in the wind, but it still irked him that he couldn’t get her to 
actually exhibit her powers. On one hand, his wish to see her powers was altruistic—he wanted 
Grisha to live in safety, to practice their small sciences openly, to flourish in the light of day. On the 
other hand, Aleksander could indulge his desires to keep her back from the patrol if Alina would 
just give in for a moment and show everyone what she was—be that heartrender, or squaller, or 
even the sainted sun summoner come to banish the darkness. As long as she was Grisha, he could 
keep her. That would create its own problems, but not ones that were insurmountable. 


Sometimes, Aleksander imagined what Alina would be like as a heartrender. She would be 
powerful, of course; to have lived with the wasting sickness well into her twenties and still be able 
to keep up with the army was its own argument for her power. Fierce, for he would have Ivan and 
Fedyor train her themselves to ensure she could stand at his side for as many decades as he could 
keep her. Imperious, for her anger always seemed to have the high ground in the few arguments 
he’d seen her in—even the fights they’d had, heretics lay hand to him, made him feel the novice 
boy. 


Alina had become a beacon in the darkness, and he knew his heart would break when the making 
parted them—his heart was already breaking, he could admit, at letting the First Army take her 
away from him. 


He’d never meant to get so attached, but here he was, acting the worst kind of fool. Ivan had read 
him like a book earlier that evening and agreed easily to be assigned to the cohort of Grisha being 
sent along with the cartographers and scouts. Most of the Grisha saw his affection for Alina, though 
none mentioned it even in passing. They all knew matches such as theirs were made of two metals: 
gold or tin. Both easily worked, easily molded, sturdy in their way, but tin tarnished and wore away 
with time. Grisha sought out Grisha for the simple reason that living twice as long as your lover 


was too painful, especially since there was never a guarantee that one’s children would be Grisha, 
and you might have to bury a spouse and a child long before age touched you. 


Aleksander hadn’t doused the lights, only summoned shadows so that Alina could drop off to sleep 
—he wanted to watch her, commit her to memory, in case the worst happened. 


If she came back from the patrol—when she came back from the patrol, when—they’d get married, 
he’d claim she was pregnant while she was away from the outpost and convince Lieutenant Bohdan 
to release her from First Army service on that account. Then, he’d spirit her back to the Little 
Palace. 


They would fight and argue about it, of course, but he refused to let her brush this close to death 
again—not when he already had too few years to look forward to with her, not when she was 
Grisha, not when she was his. 


When dawn broke and he blinked awake, half his bed was cold because she’d already slipped away. 


Alina was oddly happy to finally be out of camp, to be suited up with the other cartographers and 
trudging along in the snow. She had steadily started to gain energy since spending time among the 
Grisha, and hiking no longer drove her past exhaustion. 


That she woke up lonely and cold each morning was mitigated slightly by Alexei, who shared her 
tiny bivouac as he normally did on journeys like this one. She missed Kirigan fiercely, though she 
continually told herself that this was for the best. Their time together was coming to a screaming 
end, and she would have to remember how to live without the little favors being his lover afforded. 


He cared for her, certainly; he’d had Ivan replace one of the other heartrenders on the team—a 
hurried argument in the tent with a few glances thrown her way that concluded with a few decisive 
nods. She never asked Kirigan to extend his protection even out here, hadn’t tapped her foot 
expecting it, though part of her had expected he would not let her go unprotected. The corecloth 
uniform was proof enough that Kirigan meant every word when he said he wanted her to be safe 
and protected, even once their arrangement came to its natural end. 


To his credit, Ivan did not complain at his assignment, and he worked with the same fervor as his 
fellow Grisha while managing to stay close to Alina whenever he could. If she hadn’t been aware 
of it, looking for it, she might not have seen his wary gaze flicking to the treeline of camp each day, 
and she wouldn’t have noticed that his tent was often pitched as close to the one she shared with 
Alexei as it could be. Alina had expected all of it, and so to see it every day meant it was not a 
mystery or a surprise to her. 


That it kept the scouts from running their mouths about the cartographers all bunking with the 
Grisha for the winter was an unexpected benefit—no one wanted to cross Ivan and see what he did 
to people that annoyed or even angered him. 


“How is the food today, Starkov?” he asked one morning about a week into their stay at the 
snowfield left by the avalanche. Alina chewed thoughtfully before swallowing her bite of eggs and 
mushrooms. There was a softness to Ivan’s face as he asked that had her quirking her eyebrows at 
him for a moment as she tried to figure out the trick of the question, giving her answer slowly. 


“Fine? Pretty good, actually; I’ve never cared for mushrooms, but these ones taste amazing.” 


“I’m glad to hear that,” Ivan said, waiting until the others focused again on their breakfast to softly 
add, “I don’t mean to pry, but how long since you last had your courses?” 


No one overheard, or at least no one acted like they’d overheard, and Alina cleared her throat 
nervously. She tried to think—tried to do the math between the months the blood just hadn’t come, 
tried not to let the panic rise as it became clear all at once that she hadn’t bled since before she’d 
started sharing Kirigan’s bed in every sense of the word. Ivan had no judgment on his face as she 
stared at him, though, mute from shock. 


“T only asked because Grisha women do not get ill from their food with this particular ailment. He 
can probably help find what order you belong to, though I’m not sure what his reaction will be to 
the other matter. You have time to think about it, and he needn’t know if this is not something you 
are ready for.” 


Alina felt faint but knew—Anew—that Ivan was telling the truth, as much as it alarmed and 
frightened her to think about. He was a heartrender, and Kirigan’s most trusted captain; he had no 
reason to lie about this. 


Grisha, though—he believed she was Grisha. He also suspected...he suspected what Alina knew to 
be true. There was no other explanation that truly fit. She clutched her silverware tightly and 
whispered her next question, ignoring the others at the table as they got up to get the last of the 
coffee being served. It only meant they’d be alone for his answer. 


“Ts it...because there’s a heartbeat?” 
Ivan only smiled kindly, shaking his head. 


“That’s not an indication of anything, and a good heartrender knows it. The peasants might call us 
witches and magicians, but even we must wait for our get to quicken in the fourth or fifth month. 
We might suspect—a Grisha woman at the height of her power will be famished, but also full of 
energy to the point that she’s running circles around everyone else, and it will almost be as though 
her gift is leaking out of her at the seams. It doesn’t matter if her child is Grisha or not; it isn’t the 
child that is causing it.” 


He fell silent then, letting Alina attempt to process what he’d told her. She almost didn’t want to 
finish her breakfast, to spite him, to show him she was still sickly little Alina who could hardly eat, 
but Ivan was right. She was starving, and the food smelled divine. What a way to learn that she was 
Grisha. What a way to learn that she was pregnant. 


The grueling work of the remapping did not pause, though, and soon she was suited up for the hike 
again and walking alongside Alexei as he took measurements and she wrote them down and made 
notations. She had little time to think about her own problems when checking the math on each 
new bit of information that Alexei gave her. 


Alexei was just starting to argue with her about how the drainage of the ravine would change with 
the snowmelt—and therefore affect the spring streams—when shots rang out in the still air. Alexei 
took a bullet to the arm, his supplies falling around him as he hit the ground. The cartographers had 
orders to not be ‘in the way’ if a skirmish broke out, and their best tactic was to get low and stay 
that way. Alina took off her scarf and, trying to stay as flat as she could, tied it around his arm to try 
and staunch the bleeding. 


“Well, it looks like the reports of Fjerdans in the trees were correct for once,” Alexei rasped 
through grit teeth as the Grisha and scouts nearby rapidly closed ranks and returned fire. The 
attack, from what Alina could tell, was coming from the treeline and Ivan’s paranoia appeared to 
have been well founded. 


Once she finished tending Alexei’s wound, Alina squirmed on her belly to look around at the rest 
of the patrol. The squaller accompanying them was sending gales of wind into the trees, obscuring 
any clear line of sight from the Fjerdans with drifts of snow and improving visibility for the First 
Army scouts who were firing into the trees as quickly as they could reload their rifles. 


It would end soon, probably, she had a chance to think before she saw movement out of the corner 
of her eye. One of the Fjerdans had flanked the Ravkan formation and was dashing towards the 
squaller, clutching a wicked looking dagger in his mittened hand. 


Alina yelled, leaping up and dashing to throw herself between him and the squaller. Her party 
would be torn to pieces by the repeating rounds of the Fjerdan’s rifles if the gunners could see well 
enough to aim, and there was no chance the other woman had even seen her would-be attacker. 
Alina was almost there when a flurry of shots rang out and hit her squarely in the chest, and then 
she knew no more. 


She woke slowly, her back cold in the snow. At her left sat Alexei, holding her hand, his face drawn 
and serious. At her right knelt Ivan, with tears streaming down his face. Alina felt like a mountain 
had slugged her, like her ribs were on fire. It hurt to breathe. 


“Don’t move, your collarbone is broken. They’re making a sledge so that you can rest. I’ve...set it, 
it should heal well enough as long as you don’t move too much.” 


“What happened?” she whispered, as everything hurt too much to try to speak louder. 


“You summoned the sun,” Alexei said, his voice soft, reverent, adoring—but in his own way, the 
way of a loving friend, not the tone of an acolyte. “Alina, you summoned...the light just boiled out 
of you, and it blinded the Fjerdans and spared the rest of us. I can’t—” 


Tears leaked out of her eyes as she squeezed his hand and reached for Ivan’s, gripping his burly 
hand as tight as she could. They sat with her quietly until the sledge was ready, and the whole unit 
helped so that she experienced minimal jostling. 


The First Army scouts believed she’d been spared the worst of her injuries because she was a saint 
—in some ways the saint, the one all of Ravka had been waiting for. Alina and the Grisha—and 
Alexei—knew the truth, though. It had been General Kirigan and his concern at work; she only 
survived the volley of bullets that had hit her due to her corecloth overcoat and undershirt. 


They made decent time, slower now than they’d come out to account for her injuries, but still 
pressing south as fast as they could back towards the greater encampment. That night was hard, for 
they could not risk a fire, and instead everyone huddled close beneath the canvases laid flat on the 
ground—Ivan delicately held her arm and regulated her temperature so that she didn’t shiver and 
re-injure her collarbone. 


You'll heal fast; you already are, he’d said as he watched Zoya, the squaller, and Alexei help her 
eat supper before everyone bedded down for the night. The pain made it hard to sleep, but she was 
fairly sure she dreamed of a man half-weeping, begging the saints for something. What he was 


begging for, she couldn’t know, and she could hardly describe the dreams when dawn broke and 
they started again on their way back to the army outpost. 


Around mid-morning there was a thundering of hooves that Alina felt in her bones, like she was on 
the horse herself, jolted and jostled, and the group drew to a cautious halt. 


“General! General Kirigan!” one of the Grisha shouted with heady relief as the horse drew to a 
sharp stop—two feet hitting the ground hard, nearly stumbling, and Alina felt the pain in her ankles 
almost as sharply as the huge wave of anxiety and relief hit her at the same moment. She knew 
instantly that he’d come for her. Somehow. She didn’t know when the tears had come to her eyes, 
but they left hot tracks on her cheeks as they fell now. 


“Alina, where is Alina?” 


“Here, moi soverennyi,” Zoya called and then there he was, Kirigan kneeling next to her, taking her 
hand up and kissing her palm, her wrist before seeming to see, to realize. 


“You’re hurt, what—what happened—” 


“Fyerdans, her collarbone is broken,” Alexei said, his hat in his hands as he addressed the Black 
General. Alina could only stare up at his face and love him for having come. 


“Starkov has much to tell you, moi soverennyi. I suggest we set up camp so she can speak to you 
privately,” Ivan added, having a little mercy on everyone. The group scattered at his words, digging 
out tents and stakes, laying down oilcloth over the snow and unfurling bedrolls. Through it all 
Alina gripped Kirigan’s hand, their eyes never wavering from one another. 


“T don’t know how but...Alexei and...everyone...they say I summoned the sun,” she whispered 
once everyone had retreated to give them some privacy in the impromptu tent set up over her 
sledge. Kirigan had tears in his eyes, and a sudden fear reared its head in Alina’s chest—so just as 
quickly she asked him, not wanting to let it lie between them. 


“Alina—” 


“I want to know,” she started, cutting him off, trying not to cry now that she had to ask him this, “if 
you knew. If you knew I was the Sun Summoner. If... want to know if you chose me because of 
that.” 


He didn’t say anything and she let the tears fall, feeling so alone that it hurt. 


“Was all of this just an elaborate plot?” It was starting to hurt to talk, her broken collarbone 
screaming in pain at every breath she took. 


“I thought you were Grisha, but I never...I thought you were a heartrender. I didn’t tell you because 
—at first it felt like too much, and then as time went on I worried you would...” he broke off and 
Alina felt his heartbreak again, remembered the pleading with the saints from her dreams. 


“That I would leave you,” she whispered, smiling just a little as he nodded. They talked more, and 
finally she came to the part she dreaded revealing. Alina wished she could sit up and move freely 
for this, but it was not to be. There had been no healer sent with the patrol, and Kirigan had raced 
out alone after seeing the flash of light on the horizon the previous afternoon. 


“T was going to tell you when we got back,” she said softly, taking his hand, “but you’re here now. 
So...I...[van suspects...that...he said I could be carrying a child.” 


The wonder on his face, the open joy he shared with her made Alina’s heart sing—up until he 
frowned slightly, looking away into some distance only he could see. Anxiety bubbled up in her 
gut, watching him wrestle with something that obviously pained him until he spoke again. 


This time he told her just how truly old he was, ancient even, and what he’d done in all those years. 
And then, finally, his name. His true name, so that if she would stay with him, she might stay at his 
side with no secrets between them. Aleksander Morozova. 


Despite her earlier wish that she be healed enough to pace or throw her hands up in the air, Alina 
found herself oddly glad she could not withdraw from him as she might have otherwise. Instead 
they were close together, close enough to count each other’s eyelashes if they wanted to. 


“Aleksander,” she said, tilting her face up to encourage him to give her a kiss, smiling widely when 
he obliged, “will you stay with me? It’s been so terribly cold without you.” He readily obliged her, 
and Alina tried not to tremble as their legs tangled together—so familiar, but different now that 
they had so many new truths to contend with. Kiri—Aleksander touched her everywhere he could, 
leaving sparks behind as her powers rose to his. An amplifier, a rare thing in the world, and both he 
and the perhaps-babe in her belly had the ability. 


“Have you ever done this?” Alina whispered, tugging one of his large hands over her middle. 


“Very strictly, no, but...you live as long as I do and you pick up a few things. I think that we will be 
fine, moya dusha, so long as you don’t leave me come the spring.” 


“I won’t, Sasha, I won’t.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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TONIGHT THE MOON GIVES CHASE 


a darklina fic 


moodboard made by nightquills 


“T’ve got her, you go back to sleep,” he murmured as their daughter started fussing. The Honorable 
Miss Kirigan was teething and going through a small growth spurt—and the aches and pains of 
being a year and a half old had the poor girl waking in the middle of the night more often than not. 
Aleksander smiled, leaning down to kiss Alina’s shoulder as he tugged the blankets around her 
again to keep the warmth in. While this winter was just as cold as the last one, it was a little more 
manageable within the walls of the Little Palace than the still disputed border between Ravka and 
Fjerda. 


“Good morning, my love,” he chuckled as he padded into the nursery room and spied his daughter 
standing up in her crib, swaying in the dark while she sniffled and sobbed. “Oh, you poor thing. 
Come, let’s sit in the parlor and let your lovely mother sleep.” 


“Up ! 29 


“Yes, rybka, up, but quiet now. Mama is sleeping,” he said, putting one finger to his lips and 
grinning when Beatrisa mimicked him, her tears drying quickly now that she had his attention. 


In the parlor, he hefted the toddler to one hip while he struck a long match to light a few candles, 
laughing softly as his daughter clapped her hands together when they approached each candelabra 
and drew them apart dramatically as he touched the match flame to each wick. Alina had made him 
promise that he would always give their child something to be joyful about, no matter if they were 
Grisha or not. It was far too early to tell what manner of gift Beatrisa had been given by the 
making, if she’d been given one at all, but in another three or four years they would know. For now, 
lighting candles and playing pretend was a sweet game to share with her—the twinkle in her eyes 
kindling a contentedness in him that he’d thought long lost. 


“Where should we sit, my love?” 


“Papa—” she grabbed a sturdy, sticky handful of his nightshirt and listed away from him as she 
pointed with her free hand towards the window. It was only his secure hold on her little bottom that 
kept him from nearly dropping her as she stretched out, following where she pointed with as much 
of her weight as she could manage. 


“The window seat? Do you want to watch the snow?” 
“Papa J2 


“Okay, okay, the window it is. When we both catch cold, I am going to let your mama know that 
I’m not to blame, though, Miss Kirigan.” 


Kirigan—Alina had been firmly on his side that a shadow summoner named Sergei Kirigan, could 
accomplish a lot more than a heretical boogey-man named Aleksander Morozova might. The 
sweeping, kingly airs of centuries past were perhaps gone forever, and that included immortal kings 
made from the stuff of legend. She had not turned him away on learning who he was, and the only 
point they’d actually fought on had been Alina pushing for faster change than he’d been prepared 
for—and her argument had brought tears to his eyes. She had stretched out both hands across her 
barely-there belly and told him that if the child did not inherit his lifespan, he owed it to them to let 
them grow up in the world he’d been dreaming of. 


They ‘chatted’ softly as the sky gently lightened towards dawn, Beatrisa in a mix of the handful of 
words she knew and her own baby talk and Aleksander in earnest reply to each exclamation. It was 
cold by the window, but not enough to make him concerned for his daughter’s safety, not when he 
was there to keep her warm. Beatrisa eventually dozed off, and he gently stood up—every 
movement slow, calculated not to disturb her—and walked around the room to blow out the candles 
before returning to the nursery room. She woke a little as he tried to set her in her crib again, her 
tiny hand flailing up and grabbing a chunk of his hair in a death-grip. 


“Beatrisa, milaya, let go,” he coaxed, trying not to wince at the pain in his scalp. “Let go, little 


” 


one. 


“Papa!” At her delighted shriek he did wince, knowing that Alina was sure to wake at that sound— 
only to feel Alina’s hand on his hip as she leaned in to start untangling Beatrisa’s fingers from his 
hair. 


“You're stinging your papa, little bee, let go. There. There we are, my sweet girl,” Alina said, her 
voice still a little rusty from sleep. Beatrisa reached for her mother, eyes beginning to brim with 
tears. Alina swept their daughter up in her arms, calming her immediately. Aleksander wrapped his 
arms around his girls, pressing a lingering kiss to Alina’s hairline and closing his eyes against his 
own tears. He still couldn’t quite believe that this was all real—that the cartographer, half dead 


from wasting sickness, had been the sun summoner herself. That that same cartographer had 
married him, made him a father, and pushed him every day to be better... It was the stuff of 
dreams. 
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